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Austrian armies9. Germany was mobilizing as the ally of Austria,
and France was coming into the quarrel as the ally of Russia.
The powder train had been set alight.1

Italy stood aside from the coming conflict, alleging that her
partners in the Triple Alliance were not involved in a 'defensive9
war. England had no formal alliance with France, and at
first it seemed that she might also stand aside from a quarrel
which her government had made strenuous efforts to avert.
The Cabinet itself was divided on the subject. The Liberal
press was almost solidly united in the view that England should
not be involved in this continental War. The Harmsworth
press was protesting it would be a disgrace to stand aside, and
by the end of the week a group of prominent Conservatives
were working to secure intervention by the hesitating Liberal
Cabinet. The critical day was the 3rd August. News had arrived
that the German Government had asked Belgium for free pass-
age of troops through the narrow gap of the Meuse valley
between the Ardennes and the Dutch frontier, and King Albert
had refused this. When the House of Commons met that
evening the actual news of a German violation of Belgian
territory had not arrived, but it was expected. In his statement
on the situation the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, began
by making a literally true, but at the same time misleading,
statement that England was not bound by any alliance with
either group of the belligerent Powers, and was free from any
entangling treaty engagements. But then came the first public
revelation of what had long been suspected by many, that
England was already informally pledged to stand by France,
and that there was an obligation of honour that the British
navy would protect the French coasts on the Channel from any
attack of the German fleet. England and all the lands of the
Empire were thus pledged to a war in advance by secret
engagements, and in the coining war years secret diplomacy
was still to be at work, long making any peaceful settlement

1 We need not attempt to unravel here the tangled story of the diplomacy of
July 1914. It may, however, be noted that the assassins of Serajevo were Bosnian
students, connected with the Serb organization of the Narodna Obrana. They had
lately been in Belgrade, and they got their weapons from a Serbian arsenal.